

[image: Cover Image for Stormchild]



        
            [image: Penguin Books]
        

    

BERNARD CORNWELL

Stormchild

[image: Image] 
PENGUIN BOOKS




Contents


PART ONE





PART TWO




PART THREE



Follow Penguin



PENGUIN BOOKS

STORMCHILD

Bernard Cornwell was born in London, raised in Essex, and now lives in the USA. He is the author of the
 Arthurian series, The Warlord Trilogy; The Starbuck Chronicles on the American Civil War; Stonehenge; The Grail Queen series, set during the Hundred Years War; over twenty Sharpe novels; and most recently, The Saxon Stories, set during King Alfred’s defence of England against the Vikings. For more information about Bernard Cornwell and his books, visit his website – www.bernardcornwell.net.


Stormchild is for Art and Maggie Taylor


PART ONE

The sea was weeping.

It was a grey sea being kicked into life by a sudden wind; a sea being torn into raggedness and flecked white. The fishermen called it a weeping sea, and claimed it presaged disaster.

“It won’t last.” My wife, Joanna, spoke of the sea’s sudden spite.

The two of us were standing on the quay of our boatyard watching the black clouds fly up the English Channel. It was the late afternoon of Good Friday, yet the air temperature felt like November and the bitter grey sea looked like January. The deteriorating weather had inevitably brought out the windsurfers whose bright sails scudded through the gloom and bounced dangerously across the broken waters of the estuary’s bar where the high bows of a returning fishing boat battered the sea into wind-slavered ruin. Our own boat, a Contessa 32 called Slip-Slider, jerked and pitched and thudded against her fenders on the outer pontoon beneath our quay.

“It can’t last,” Joanna insisted in her most robust voice as though she could enforce decent Easter weather by sheer will-power.

“It’ll get worse before it gets better,” I said with idle pessimism.

“So we won’t sail tonight,” Joanna said more usefully, “but we’ll surely get away at dawn tomorrow.” We had been planning a night passage to Guernsey where Joanna’s sister lived, and where, after church on Easter morning, my wife’s family would sit down to roast lamb and new potatoes. The Easter family reunion had become a tradition, and that year Joanna and I had been looking forward to it with a special relish for it seemed we had both at last recovered from the tragedies of our son’s death and our daughter’s disappearance. Time might not have completely healed those twin wounds, but it had layered them over with skins of tough scar tissue, and Joanna and I were each aware of ordinary happinesses once again intruding on what had been a long period of horrid mourning and bafflement. Life, in short, was becoming normal, and, being normal, it presented its usual crop of problems.

Our biggest immediate problem was a damaged four-and-a-half-ton yawl which had been standing ready to be launched when our crane-driver had rammed it with the jib of his machine. The damage was superficial, merely some mangled guardrails and a nasty gash in the hull’s gelcoat, but the yawl’s owner, a petulant obstetrician from Basingstoke, was driving to the yard next lunchtime and expected to find his boat launched, rigged and ready. Billy, our foreman, had offered to stay and make good the damage, but Billy was already covering for my absence over the Easter weekend and I had been unhappy about adding to his workload.

So the ill wind that had made the sea weep at least blew Billy some good for I sent him home to his new wife while I towed the big yawl into the shed where wind and rain rattled the corrugated tin roof as I stripped out the damage under the big lamps. I planned the next morning’s sail as I worked. If the marine forecast was right and this sudden hard weather abated we could leave the river at daybreak and endure an hour of foul tide before the ebb swept us past the Anvil and out into mid-Channel. We would make Guernsey in time for supper, and the only possible inconvenience in our revised plans was the probability that the visitors’ marina in St Peter Port would be filled by the time of our arrival and we would thus have to find a mooring in the outer harbour.

As night fell it seemed unlikely that the weather would relent by dawn. The shrieking wind was flaying the river with white foam. The gale was strong enough to persuade some of the Sailing Club members to borrow our launch and tow a gaggle of the Club’s dinghies off the midstream buoys and into the shelter of our pontoons. Joanna helped them, then spent two hours bringing the boatyard accounts up to date before braving the filthy weather to fetch two bags of cod and chips from the High Street. It was while she was gone that Harry Carstairs phoned. “Thank God you’re still there,” Carstairs greeted me, “I thought you might have gone away for Easter.”

Carstairs was a yacht broker who worked out of an air-conditioned office in London’s Mayfair. His clients were not the small-boat sailors who were my bread and butter, but rather the hyper-rich who could afford professional skippers at the helm, naked starlets on the foredeck, and stroll-on-stroll-off berths in Monte Carlo. Our yard’s normal business was much too paltry for Carstairs’ expensive trade, but that year Joanna and I happened to have a thumping great steel-hulled sloop for sale and though, at over £150,000, Stormchild was at the very upper range of our stock, she barely scraped in at the slum end of Harry’s business. “I’ve got a likely client who wants to look at the beast tomorrow,” he told me in his champagne and caviar accent. “Is that all right with you?”

I hesitated before answering. Of late, as our life returned to normal, Joanna and I had discussed buying Stormchild for ourselves. We had dreamed of selling our house, hiring a manager to look after the yard, then of sailing away to far white beaches and exotic harbours. Stormchild would have been the perfect boat to make those dreams come true, but the trouble was they were only dreams, not plans, and I knew we were not ready to make the change, just as I knew I could not pass up a proper offer for the big steel boat. “Stormchild’s still here,” I reluctantly told Carstairs, “and the yard’s open from eight till six, so help yourself to a viewing. You can get Stormchild’s keys from my foreman. His name’s Billy and I’ll make sure he puts some heat into the boat.”

“The customer will be with you at midday.” Harry ignored everything I had said. “And he’ll try to knock you down to a hundred and ten but I told him you wouldn’t go a penny below one-thirty.”

“Hang on!” I protested angrily. It was not the suggested price that was making me bridle, but rather Harry’s bland assumption that I would be available to show Stormchild to his customer. “I’ll be halfway to the Channel Islands by midday tomorrow. Why can’t you show the boat yourself?”

“Because I shall be in Majorca, flogging a triple-decked whorehouse to a Sheik of Araby,” Harry said carelessly, then, after a deliberately worrying pause, “OK, Tim, if you don’t want to sell your sloop, what about that big German yawl at Cobb’s Quay? Do you know if she’s still available?”

“Stuff you,” I growled, thus provoking an evil chuckle from Harry, who knew Joanna and I should never have taken Stormchild on to our brokerage list. The big yacht was out of our league, but she was an estate sale and the widow was an old friend of the family and we had been unable to refuse her request that we looked after the sale. Out of sentimentality we had even waived our brokerage fee, but not even that concession had shifted the big sloop off our jackstands, and thus, for over a year now, Stormchild’s fifty-two-foot hull had been taking up precious space in our yard and she looked like staying for at least another year unless we found a buyer who was immune to Britain’s sky-high interest rates. Harry Carstairs knew just how desperately I needed to make room in my cramped yard, which was why he was so blithely confident that I would change my Easter plans. For a few seconds I contemplated letting Billy handle the London customer, but I knew my foreman was neither good nor happy with such negotiations, which meant I would have to stay and deal with the sale myself. “OK, Harry,” I resigned myself to the inevitable, “I’ll be here.”

“Good man, Tim. The customer’s name is John Miller, got it? He’s a more than usually poisonous lawyer, but he’s rich, of course, which is why I promise I’m not wasting your time.”

I put the phone down and ducked into the pouring rain to see if Joanna had returned. The streetlights on the far side of the river shook and danced their reflections in the black water, and I thought I saw a moving shadow silhouetted against one of those liquid spears. The movement seemed to be on board Slip-Slider and I assumed Joanna must have taken our supper down into the Contessa’s cosy cabin. “Jo!” I shouted towards the shadow.

The yard gate clanged shut behind me. “I’m here.” Joanna ran through the pelting rain to the shelter of the yard’s office. “Come and eat while it’s hot!”

“Just a minute!” I turned on the yard’s security lights. Rain sliced past the yellow lamps, but otherwise nothing untoward moved on the wave-rocked pontoons and I guessed the shadow by Slip-Slider had been my imagination, or perhaps one of the dozen stray cats that had taken up residence in the yard.

“What is it?” Joanna asked me from the office doorway.

“Nothing.” I killed the lights, but still gazed towards the rain-hammered river where, at the mid-stream buoys that the Sailing Club had emptied at dusk, I now thought I could see a big dark yacht moored, but the smeared after-image of the bright security lights blurred my sight and made me uncertain whether I was seeing true or just imagining shadows in the darkness.

I went to the office and told Joanna about Harry’s prospective customer, and we agreed that the opportunity of selling the big yacht was too good to pass up. The widow of Stormchild’s owner was feeling the pinch and, in consequence, Joanna and I were feeling responsible. That guilt was unreasonable, for the state of the economy was the fault of the bloody politicians, but the unreasonable guilt meant I would have to sacrifice this weekend’s family reunion in an effort to shift the boat. Joanna offered to stay as well, but I knew how eagerly she was looking forward to Easter Day and so I encouraged her to sail alone to Guernsey. “Perhaps you can get a flight?” Joanna suggested, though without much optimism for she knew that the chance of finding a spare seat to the Channel Islands on an Easter Saturday flight was remote indeed. “But look on the bright side,” Joanna said wickedly, “because now you’ve got no reason not to hear your brother’s Easter sermon.”

“Oh, Christ, I hadn’t thought of that.” My brother David, Rural Dean in the local diocese and rector of our parish church, frequently complained that while he often patronised my place of work I rarely patronised his. David’s muscular Christianity was not entirely to my taste, but, thanks to a London lawyer, it looked as if I would have to grin and bear a dose this Easter.

I left Joanna with the accounts and went back to finish the yawl’s repairs. As I ran across the yard I noted that the midstream buoys were empty, which meant that the big yacht I thought I had seen there must have been a figment of my imagination, which made sense for no one in their right mind would have slipped and gone to sea in the teeth of this vicious wind. The weather seemed to be worsening, making a mockery of the marine forecast’s promise of a fair morning, but Joanna, more trusting than I, went home at nine o’clock to get a good night’s sleep before her early start. When I followed her up the hill three hours later the gale was still blowing the sky ragged, yet, when the alarm woke me before dawn, the wind had indeed veered westerly and lost its spitting venom of the previous night. “I told you so,” Joanna said sleepily. “Did you finish the yawl?”

I nodded. “He’ll never know it was hit.”

She opened the bedroom window and sniffed the wind. “It’s going to be a fast crossing,” she said happily. Joanna had grown up in Guernsey where she had learned to sail as naturally as other children learned to ride a bicycle. She relished strong winds and hard seas and, anticipating that this day would bring her a fast wet Channel crossing, all spray and dash and thumping seas, she was eager to get under way.

I cooked Joanna’s breakfast, then drove her down to the river. She was dressed in oilies, while her red-gold hair, beaded by a light shower, sprang in a stiff undisciplined mop from the edges of her yellow woollen watch-hat. She suddenly looked so young that for an instant her eager face cruelly reminded me of our daughter, Nicole.

“You look miserable,” Joanna, catching a sight of my expression, called from the cockpit.

I knew better than to mention Nicole, so invented another reason for my apparent misery. “I just wish I was coming with you.”

“I wish you were too,” she said in her no-nonsense voice, which acknowledged we could do nothing to change the day’s fate, “but you can’t. So be nice to the London lawyer instead.”

“Of course I’ll be nice to him,” I said irritably.

“Why ‘of course’? You usually growl at customers you don’t like, and I’ve yet to meet a lawyer you don’t treat like something you scrape off a shoe.” Joanna laughed, then blew me a kiss. “Perhaps I should stay and make the sale?”

I smiled and shook my head. “I’ll be good to him,” I promised her, then I released Slip-Slider’s bow line and shoved her off the pontoon. “Give me a call when you arrive!”

“I will! And go to David’s sermon! And eat properly! Lots of salad and vegetables!” Joanna had released the stern line and put the engine in gear. “Love you!”

“Love you,” I called back, and I was struck again by Joanna’s sudden resemblance to our daughter; then, after a last blown kiss, she turned to look down-river to where the Channel waves crashed white on the estuary’s bar. I watched her hoist the sails, then a grey squall of sudden hard rain hid Slip-Slider and made me run for the shelter of my car. I drove to a lorry-driver’s café on the bypass where they made a proper breakfast of blood pudding, eggs, fried bread, bacon, sausage, kidneys, mushrooms and tomatoes, all mopped up with bread and butter and washed down with tea strong enough to strip paint.

By the time I opened the yard for business the rain had eased and a watery sun was glossing the river where, one by one, the boats hoisted their sails and slapped out towards the boisterous sea. I stripped the tarpaulins from Stormchild’s decks and jealously thought how Joanna would be sailing Slip-Slider sharp into the wind, slicing the grey seas white, while I swept Stormchild’s topsides clean then put two industrial heaters into her cabins to take the winter’s lingering chill out of her hull.

The London lawyer turned up an hour late for his appointment. He was a young man, no more than thirty, yet he had clearly done well for himself for he arrived in a big BMW and, before climbing out, ostentatiously used the earphone so that we peasants would realise he possessed such a thing. Most of us peasants were more inclined to notice the girl who accompanied him, for she was a tall, willowy model-type who unfolded endless legs from the car. The lawyer finished his telephone call, then climbed out to greet me. He was wearing a designer oilskin jacket with a zip-in float-liner and a built-in safety harness. “Tim Blackburn?” He held out his hand.

“I’m Blackburn,” I confirmed.

“I’m John Miller. This is Mandy.”

Mandy gave me a limp hand to shake. “You’re quite famous, aren’t you?” she greeted me.

“Am I?”

“Daddy says you are. He says you won lots of races. Is that right?”

“A long time ago,” I said dismissively. I had been one of the last Englishmen to win the single-handed Atlantic race before the French speed-sleds made the contest a Gallic preserve; then, for a brief period, I had held the record for sailing non-stop and single-handed round the world. Those accomplishments hardly accorded me rock-star status, but among sailors my name still rang a faint bell.

“Daddy says it was all jolly impressive, anyway,” the girl said with airy politeness, then gazed up at the deep-keeled Stormchild which was cradled by massive metal jackstands. “Golly, isn’t it huge!”

“You must stop saying that to me.” The lawyer, who was no more than five feet two inches tall, guffawed at his own wit, then sternly told me he had expected to find the boat in the water with her mast stepped and sails bent on.

“Hardly at this time of year.” I was remembering Joanna’s instruction to be nice to this little wretch and thus kept my voice very patient and calm. “The season’s scarcely begun and no one puts a boat in the water till they need to. Besides,” I went on blithely, “I thought you’d appreciate seeing the state of her hull.”

“There is that, of course,” he said grudgingly, though I doubted he would have noticed if the hull had been a rat-infested maze of rust holes. John Miller clearly did not know boats and that ignorance made him palpably impatient as I ran down the list of Stormchild’s virtues. Those virtues were many, for the yacht had been custom-built for an experienced and demanding owner who had wanted a boat sturdy enough for the worst seas, yet comfortable enough to live aboard for months at a time. The result was a massive, heavy boat, as safe as any cruising yacht in the world, with a powerful brute of a turbocharged diesel deep in her belly. But Stormchild was also a pretty boat, with fine lines, a graceful rig, and decks and coachroofs handsomely planked in the finest teak.

“Which is why,” I told the lawyer a little too brusquely, “I’d be grateful if you took off your street shoes before climbing aboard.”

Miller scowled at my request, but nevertheless slipped off his expensive brogues. Mandy, who had begun to shiver in the unseasonably cold wind, discarded her stiletto heels before tiptoeing up the wooden boarding stairs and stepping down into Stormchild’s cockpit. “She’s ever so pretty,” Mandy said gallantly. The lawyer ignored her. He was peering at the cockpit instrument display and pretending that he understood what he was seeing.

“You’ll take a hundred thousand?” he challenged me suddenly.

“Don’t be so bloody silly,” I snapped back. My anger was piqued by the knowledge that Stormchild was horribly under-priced even at £150,000, and I felt another twinge of regret that Joanna and I were not ready to buy her.

Miller had bridled at my flash of temper, but controlled his own, perhaps because I was at least fourteen inches taller than him, or perhaps because my fading fame carried with it a reputation for having a difficult temperament. One tabloid newspaper had called me the ‘Solo Sea-Dog who Bites’, which was unfair, for I simply had the prickly façade that often conceals a chronic shyness, to which I added an honest man’s natural dislike of all lawyers, frauds, politicians and bureaucrats, and this lawyer, despite his pristine foul-weather gear, was plainly a prizely-suited prick of the first order. “We were thinking of keeping her in the Med.” Miller tapped the compass as though it was a barometer. “I suppose you can deliver her?”

“It might be possible,” I said, though my tone implied there could be vast difficulties in such a delivery for, eager as I was to sell Stormchild, I was not at all certain that her proper fate was to become a flashy toy to impress Miller’s friends and clients. Stormchild was a very serious boat indeed and I loved boats enough not to want to see this beautifully built craft degenerate in the hands of a careless owner. “If it’s a warm-weather vacation boat that you want,” I said as tactfully as I could, “then perhaps you ought to think about a fibreglass hull? They need much less maintenance and they offer better insulation.”

“There are plenty of unemployed peasants willing to do maintenance work in the Med,” the lawyer said unpleasantly, “and we can always bung some air-conditioners into her.”

My flash of temper had clearly not discouraged the little runt, so I tried warning him that cooling a boat the size of Stormchild would be an expensive business.

“Let me worry about expense,” Miller said, then bared his teeth in a grimace that I could, if I chose, translate as a smile. “In my line of work, Black-burn, I occasionally need to impress a client, and you don’t do that by being cheap.”

“Surely the best way to impress clients is to keep them out of jail?” I suggested.

He gave a scornful bark of laughter. “Good God, man, I’m not a criminal lawyer! Christ, no! I negotiate property deals between the City and Japan. 
It’s quite specialised stuff, actually.” He insinuated, quite correctly, that I would not understand the specialisation. “But the Nips are pathetically impressed by big white boats” – he glanced at his shivering girlfriend – “and by the girls that go with them.”

Mandy giggled while I, suppressing an urge to wring Miller’s neck, took him below decks to show off the impressive array of instruments that were mounted above Stormchild’s navigation table. Miller dismissed my description of the SatNav, Decca, radar and weatherfax, saying that his marine surveyor would attend to such details. Miller himself was more interested in the boat’s comforts which, though somewhat lacking in gloss, nevertheless met with his grudging approval. He especially liked the aft master cabin where, warmed by one of my big industrial heaters, Mandy had stretched her lithe length across the double berth’s king-size mattress. “Hello, sailor,” she greeted Miller.

“Oh, jolly good.” Miller was clearly anticipating the effect that Mandy’s lissom beauty would have on his Japanese clients. “Will you take a hundred and ten?” he suddenly demanded of me.

He had obviously smelt that Stormchild was a bargain, and I felt a terrible sadness for I knew that, once the boat had been used as the sweetener on a few deals; and once Miller had made his fortune from those deals, she would be left to rot in some stagnant backwater. “Why don’t you take a good look at the other cabins,” I said with as much patience as I could muster, “then we can negotiate a price in my office. Would you like some coffee waiting for you?”

“Decaffeinated,” he ordered imperiously, “with skimmed milk and an artificial sweetener.”

I planned to give the little prick powdered caffeine laced with condensed milk and white sugar. “The coffee will be waiting in the office,” I promised, then left them to it.

Billy, who had just finished rigging the repaired four-and-a-half-ton yawl, ambushed me halfway across the yard. His chivalrous concern, like that of every other red-blooded male in the yard, was for the lubricious and goose-pimpled Mandy. “Bloody hell, boss, what does she see in the little fucker?”

“She sees his wallet, Billy.”

“Did you see his oilskin coat?” Billy asked indignantly.

“It can get very rough on the boating pond in Hyde Park,” I said reprovingly, then I turned away because a car had just driven past the big sign that read ‘Absolutely No Unauthorised Vehicles Beyond This Notice’, and I was just readying myself to shout at the driver when I realised that the car was my brother’s antique Riley.

“They’re not racing today, are they?” Billy asked, and my own first thought was that David must have come to the yard to launch his 505 racing dinghy. My reverend elder brother was a lethal competitor and, like others who were addicted to the frail, wet discomfort of fragile racing boats, he pretended to despise the sybaritic conveniences of long-distance sailors like myself. “You mean you have a lavatory on that barge?” he would boom at some hapless victim, “you pee in windless comfort, do you? Next you will inform me that you have a cooking stove on board. You do! Then why not just stay in some luxury hotel, dear boy?”

“You’re not taking your eggshell out in this wind, are you?” I greeted David as he opened the Riley’s door, then I saw he could not possibly be thinking of taking out the 505 for he was wearing his dog-collar and cassock, and even David’s mild eccentricities did not extend to sailing in full clerical rig. Instead he was dressed ready for the afternoon’s Easter weddings and I supposed he had come to inveigle me into buying him a pub lunch before he performed his splicing duties. Then the passenger door of the Riley opened and another man climbed out.

It is at that point, just as Brian Callendar climbs out of David’s car, that my memory of that Easter weekend becomes like some dark and sinister film that is played over and over in my head. It is a film that I constantly want to change, as if by rewriting its action or dialogue I can miraculously change the film’s ending.

Brian Callendar comes towards me. He is an acquaintance rather than a friend, and he is also a Detective Sergeant in the county police force, and there is something about his face, and about David’s face behind him, which suggests that the two men have not come to the boatyard for their or for my pleasure. The Riley’s engine is still running and its front doors have been left open. I remember how the wind was whirling wood-shavings out of the carpenter’s shop and across the sloping cobbles of the boatyard’s ramp. “Tim?” Callendar said in a very forced voice. I am still smiling, but there is something about the policeman’s voice which tells me that I won’t be smiling again for a very long time. “Tim?” Callendar says again.

And I want the film to stop. I so badly want the bloody film to stop.

But it won’t.

David took my elbow and walked me down to the pontoon where he stood beside me as Callendar told me that a yacht had exploded in mid-Channel. Some wreckage had been found, and amongst that wreckage was a yellow horseshoe lifebuoy with the name Slip-Slider painted in black letters.

I stared at the policeman. “No,” I said. I was incapable of saying anything else. “No.”

“A Dutch cargo ship saw it happen, Mr Blackburn.” Callendar, as befitted a bringer of bad news, had slipped into a stilted formality. “They say it was a bad explosion.”

“No.” The word was more than a denial, it was a protest. David’s hand was still on my elbow. Church bells were clamorous in the town, foretelling the afternoon’s weddings.

Callendar paused to light a cigarette. “There are no survivors, Mr Blackburn,” he said at last, “at least none they could find. The Dutch boat has been looking, and the Navy sent a helicopter, but all they’re finding is wreckage, and not much of that either.”

“No.” I was staring blindly at the river.

“Who was on board, Mr Blackburn?”

I turned to look into the policeman’s eyes, but I could not speak.

“Was it Joanna?” David sounded uncomfortable, as he always did when raw emotions extruded above the calm surface of life, but he also sounded heart-broken, for he knew exactly who would have been sailing Slip-Slider. The question still had to be asked. “Was Joanna aboard?”

I nodded. There was a thickening in my throat. I wanted to turn and walk away as though I could deny this conversation. I looked back to Callendar to see if he was joking. I even half smiled, hoping that the policeman would smile back and it would all turn out to be a bad-taste joke.

“Was anyone else aboard, Mr Blackburn?” Callendar asked me instead.

I shook my head. “Just Joanna.” I was shaking. Nothing was real. The world had slipped its gears. In a second David would laugh and slap my back and everything would be normal again. Except David did no such thing, but just looked stricken and unhappy and embarrassed.

“Oh, Jesus,” I said. I had given up smoking fifteen years before, but I took the cigarette from Callendar’s fingers and dragged on it. I supposed that either the Navy or the Dutch boat had called the Coastguard with Slip-Slider’s name, and the Coastguard would have looked in their card-index and discovered that I was Slip-Slider’s owner, and they would have called the police, and Callendar, being on friendly terms with me, would have volunteered for this horrid duty, but he had first recruited David to help him. “Oh, Jesus,” I said again, then threw the foul-tasting cigarette into the river. “When?” I asked. “When did it happen?” Not that it mattered, but all I had left now were questions which would try to turn tragedy into sense.

“Just after nine o’clock this morning,” Callendar said.

But nothing made sense, nothing. Except the slow realisation that my Joanna was dead, and I began to cry.

The film goes scratchy then; scratchy and fragmented. I didn’t want to watch the film, yet night after night it would show itself to me until I was crying again, or drunk, or usually both.

I remember telling the London lawyer and his girl to fuck off. I remember David pouring brandy into me, then taking me to his home where his wife, Betty, began to cry. David had to leave and marry three couples, so Betty and I sat in the cheerless comfort of their childless home while the church bells rang a message of joy into the wind-scoured air. The first reporters sniffed the stench of carrion and phoned the rectory in an effort to discover my whereabouts. Betty denied my presence, but when David came back from his weddings a group of pressmen waylaid him at the rectory gate. He told them to go to hell.

I felt I was already in that fiery pit. David, more comfortable with actions than emotions, tried to find a mechanical reason for Joanna’s death. He wondered if there had been a leak of cooking gas on Slip-Slider, but I shook my head. “We had a gas alarm installed. Joanna insisted on it.”

“Alarms don’t always work,” David said, as though that would comfort me.

“Does it matter?” I asked. I only wanted to cry. First my son had been killed, then Nicole had disappeared, and now it was Joanna. I could not believe she was dead. Somehow, hopelessly, I thought Joanna might still be alive. For the next few days I fiercely tried to imagine that she had been blown clear of the exploding boat and was still swimming in the Channel. I knew it was a stupidly impossible scenario, but I convinced myself she would somehow be safe, and even when they found Joanna’s remains I tried to convince myself that it was not her.

It was, of course, and when the pathologists were done with what remained of my wife, the undertakers put the scraps in a bag, then into a coffin, and afterwards they made up the coffin’s weight with sand before David buried her in the cemetery high on the hill where she and I had used to sit and watch the Channel. Joanna was buried in the same grave as our son, Dickie, who had also died in an explosion just as a year was blossoming into new life.

A Navy boat scooped up what remained of Slip-Slider, and the wreckage was brought ashore and examined by forensic scientists who confirmed what the pathologists had already deduced from their examination of Joanna’s remains. My wife had been killed by a bomb.

I remember gaping at Sergeant Brian Callendar when he told me that news, and I again tried to deny the undeniable. “No, no.”

“I’m sorry, Tim. It’s true.”

There was not much physical wreckage for the forensic scientists to analyse; just the lifebuoy, some shredded cushions from the cockpit, a plastic bucket, the man-overboard buoy, the radar reflector, the dinghy, one oar, the shaft of a boathook and the wooden jackstaff to which the red ensign, scarred by the bomb blast, was still attached. It was in the shaft of the jackstaff that the scientists discovered a tiny cogwheel which they later identified as coming from a very common brand of alarm clock, and I was able to confirm that to the best of my knowledge there had been no such clock on board Slip-Slider, which meant the cheap alarm must have been used to trigger the bomb’s detonator.

The police laboratories, despite the paucity of Slip-Slider’s remains, were nevertheless able to deduce an extraordinary mass of detail about the bomb. They knew what kind of explosive had been used, and how it had been detonated. By analysing where each scrap of wreckage had been stored on board the forensic men could even tell that the bomb had been planted low down on the port side of the engine block. The blast of the bomb would have driven a gaping hole in Slip-Slider’s bilges through which the cold sea must have recoiled in a torrent, but the blast had also erupted razor shards of shattered fibreglass upwards and outwards to throw whatever and whoever was in the cockpit into the sea. In the same blinding instant the explosion must have filled Slip-Slider’s cabins with an intolerable pressure that had blown the decks clean off the hull. The boat would have sunk in seconds and Joanna, Brian Callendar assured me, would have known nothing.

Callendar had come to the house where he had made me a cup of tea before giving me all the grim details of the forensic findings. “It means they’ll bring in the hard men from London,” he paused, “and it means you’re going to be run ragged by the press.”

The reporters were already besieging me. I protected myself as best I could by taking the phone off the hook and barricading myself in the house where I lived off whisky, despair and the sandwiches David brought me. The journalists shouted their questions whenever they saw a shadow at the windows, but I ignored them. I had no answers anyway.

The journalists, just like the police, wanted to know who had planted the bomb. For a time the police suspected me, but when the hard men from London searched the boatyard and the house they found nothing incriminating, and nothing to suggest our marriage had not been happy. The police grilled me about my army experiences, but that was of no help to them either, for my time in the army had been spent almost entirely in David’s company playing bone-crunching rugby or going on uselessly strenuous expeditions that had not the slightest military value. David and I had kayaked through the North-West Passage, dog-sledded across Greenland and climbed allegedly unconquered peaks in the Andes, and all courtesy of the British taxpayer whose only reward had been press photographs of grinning maniacs with frost-encrusted beards. What I had never done in the army was learn to use explosives.

Nor did I have any motive for destroying Slip-Slider. Yet there were other men who might have had a motive to plant a bomb on board the boat; the same men who had constructed the bomb that had killed my son. “But that bomb,” Inspector Fletcher said, “was your common-or-garden Provisional IRA Mark One Milk Churn, remotely detonated by radio, and stuffed full of Czechoslovak Semtex. Remind me where it happened?”

“Freeduff.” The name still sounded so stupid to me. Freeduff, County Armagh, was the inconspicuous farmlet where Lieutenant Richard Blackburn, commanding his very first patrol, had been blown into gobbets of scorched flesh and shattered bones.

“Freeduff,” Fletcher said in the voice of a man recalling old pleasures, “between Crossmaglen and Cullyhanna. Am I right?”

I gave him a long meditative look. Inspector God-frey Fletcher was the hardest of the hard men who had been assigned to investigate Joanna’s murder, and he was evidently no ordinary policeman, but an official thug who moved in the shadowy world of counter-terrorism and political nastiness. He had the narrow face of a predator and eyes that were not nearly so friendly as his manner. The old adage advises that you set a thief to catch a thief, and on that basis Fletcher was probably a man well suited to catching murderous bastards. He was also a man who had clearly enjoyed his time in Northern Ireland. “What were you,” I asked him after a while, “SAS?”

He pretended not to have heard me, lighting a cigarette instead. “But the bomb that killed your wife was not a Mark One Provo Milk Churn, was it?” His gunfighter eyes stared at me through the cigarette smoke. “And the Provos never claimed responsibility for your wife’s death, did they?” It was two weeks after Joanna’s funeral and Fletcher had come to the house to tell me, very grudgingly, that he no longer suspected me of my wife’s murder. But nor, it now seemed, did he think that the Provisional IRA was responsible.

It had been the press who, in the absence of any other culprits, began the speculation that the Provisional IRA had planted the bomb that destroyed Slip-Slider. It was not such a fanciful notion as it might have seemed for Joanna and I had often loaned the Contessa 32 to British Army crews who wanted some race experience; indeed Slip-Slider had won her class in the last Fastnet Race with a crew of Green Jackets aboard, and some newspapers surmised that the IRA had assumed an army crew would be sailing the Contessa that Easter weekend.

“This wasn’t your average IRA bomb,” Fletcher went on. “The Provos are much too sophisticated to use mechanical clocks. They like to use siliconchip timers out of microwaves or VCRs. Using a tick-tock these days is like planting a blackball with a smoking fuse; it’s messy and crude.”

“Maybe it was a splinter group of the IRA?” I was repeating the press speculation, but without any conviction.

“Then why didn’t they claim responsibility? What’s the point of slaughtering an innocent woman for the cause of a New Ireland unless you tell the world of your grand achievement? Because if you don’t boast about your murders then the Libyans won’t know where to send their money and you’ve merely wasted a bang, and these days the IRA want bigger bucks for their bangs.” Fletcher was standing at the open kitchen door, staring down the long valley to the restless Channel. Joanna had bought the house for that gentle long view towards the sea. Fletcher blew smoke in the direction of the orchard. “No, Mr Blackburn” – he did not turn round as he spoke – “I don’t reckon your wife died for a New Ireland. Your son did, but his death was an explicable act of political terrorism, while your wife’s death was made to look like an IRA follow-up, but it wasn’t. The IRA don’t use toytown bombs any more. So who does? Who are your enemies, Mr Blackburn?” He turned from the door and stared into my eyes.

“I don’t have any enemies,” I said.

Fletcher crossed the kitchen in two quick paces and slammed his fist hard down on the table. “Who knew about your traditional Easter family reunion?” He waited, but got no answer. “Did someone assume that you’d both be on that boat?”he insisted. “Who tried to kill you and your wife together?” His eyes had the blank cruelty of a hawk’s gaze. I still said nothing and Fletcher despised me for my silence. “Who scoops the pot if you’re dead, Mr Blackburn?” he asked in a scornful voice.

“Don’t be so bloody ridiculous,” I snapped.

“There must be a fair bit of scratch in your family.” Fletcher’s voice was sour as bilge-water. “Your father was a Harley Street surgeon, wasn’t he? One of the very best, and one of the most expensive. How much did he leave you and your brother? Half a million each?”

“It’s none of your damned business,” I snapped.

“Ah, but it is.” He leaned forward to breathe cigarette fumes into my face. “Anything’s my business, Mr Blackburn, until I’ve nailed the fucker who killed your wife. Or was it a bitch who did the killing?”

I said nothing.

Fletcher dropped his half-smoked cigarette into my half-drunk cup of tea. “If you won’t help me,” he spoke sourly, “then you’ll probably cop the next bomb yourself, and frankly, Mr Blackburn, you’ll deserve it unless you tell me where she is.”

I looked into his merciless gaze, but said nothing.

“You know it’s her, don’t you?” Fletcher demanded.

“No,” I said. “No!” And once again that simple word became a protest as well as a denial. “No, no, no!”

Fletcher was suggesting that my daughter, Nicole, had murdered her mother. Fletcher was crazy. It was not Nicole. Not my daughter. Not Nicole.

Richard and Nicole were twins. Nicole was always the leader, the brave one, the instigator of disobedience and daring, though Richard was never far behind his tomboy sister. At ten years old they had been rescued off the cliffs to the east of the town, though Nicole, who had led her brother on the expedition to find gulls’ nests, had defiantly insisted that she and Richard had been entirely safe. At thirteen, in a sudden spring storm, their Heron dinghy had been pulled off the shoals by the town’s lifeboat. The lifeboat’s coxswain, being a good man, had first saved their lives, then given them each a good hiding and said that next time he would leave them there to drown. Nicole had been furious, not at the coxswain for clapping her ears, but at herself for being trapped on a drying lee shore.

“She’s a wild one,” the coxswain had told me next day, “spat at me like a cat, she did.”

Nicole became wild when she was thwarted. She thwarted herself most of all; failing in some ambition she had set herself. Not that she failed often, for she was a capable and an extraordinarily tough girl. You learn about people’s characters when you sail with them in small cruising yachts, and I learned a lot about Nicole, even though she prided herself on hiding her feelings. I watched her in gales, in cold, and in fogs, and I never once saw her come near breaking point. The harder a voyage became, the harder Nicole proved. Her brother relied on humour to cushion hardship, but Nicole cultivated a rock-solid endurance. Sometimes that hardness worried Joanna and me, for it spoke of a lack of sympathy in our daughter, yet we also had much to be thankful for. Nicole, like her twin brother, grew into a good-looking adolescent with straight straw-coloured hair, sea-blue eyes, and broad shoulders.

The twins had the attractiveness of good health and physical confidence, yet still there was that unsettling streak of ice in Nicole’s character. Richard could be immensely giving and understanding, but Nicole was intolerant of any weakness, either in herself or in others. Nicole had to be the best – with one, and only one, exception. Her twin brother Richard, and only Richard, was allowed to be her equal, and even her superior. They were inseparable, the best of friends, and Nicole regarded Dickie’s victories as hers, and his defeats as personal slights on her. Once, when Richard was beaten three times in one afternoon’s dinghy racing by a newcomer to the town, Nicole was furious. Richard was typically generous in praise of the newcomer, but Nicole regarded his victories as an insult. She swore revenge, but she sailed a Shear-water, a catamaran, while Richard preferred a Fire-ball, which was a monohull. Nicole’s Uncle David, who had missed a place in an Olympic team by just one race and therefore knew a thing or two about dinghy competition, warned her that the new-comer was too good, and that her unfamiliarity with the Fireball dinghy would lead to a hiding, but Nicole would have none of it. She practised for a week and, at the week’s end, in her brother’s boat and with her mother as crew, she routed the newcomer. She won every race and never once, according to Joanna, cracked a smile. “It was war out there,” Joanna said. “Terrifying!”

Nicole calmed as she grew older. By her late teens she had learned to put a governor on her temper, and by the time she went to university she could, as her brother lovingly put it, do a passable imitation of a normal human being. Richard had already left home, going, much to my pleasure, into my old regiment. Nicole, who had been suffering from a temporary bout of anti-militarism, had initially disapproved of Richard’s career, but the disapproval passed. She herself went to a north-country university where she read geology. For a time Joanna and I worried that the constraints of scholarship might irritate Nicole into rebellion, but instead she settled down and even displayed an academic aptitude that surprised us both. Not that the old angry Nicole vanished entirely. She threw herself eagerly into campus politics and succeeded in having herself arrested for throwing eggs at the Prime Minister in a protest against power-station emissions. When I said that it seemed damned silly to be arrested for throwing food I was treated to a half-hour’s scathing denunciation of my generation, my views, and my carelessness for the planet’s future. Yet, despite her passionate intolerance for any views other than her own, Nicole seemed happy and purposeful, and Joanna and I had begun to anticipate the day when we could fulfil our long-held dream of selling the house and buying a boat large enough to live aboard permanently.

Then, in an Irish springtime, when the blossom exploded white in the deep hedgerows of County Armagh, Richard had died.

And something in Nicole had died with her twin brother.

She abandoned her studies and came home where, like a wild thing, she raged against life’s injustice. Joanna and I were advised to give Nicole’s grief time to work itself out like some splinter of shrapnel, but instead it seemed to go deeper and there sour into a grim and hopeless misery. Nicole lost weight, became pale and snappish, and for a time she haunted the local churches, even going so far as to declare an intention of entering a Discalced Carmelite house in Provence. Her Uncle David told her to snap out of it, which she did, but only to hurl herself in entirely the opposite direction. She was arrested for being drunk and disorderly, and three weeks later for possession of marijuana. Joanna and I paid those fines, only to discover that our daughter was pregnant and had no idea who the baby’s father was. Nicole herself opted to abort the child, and afterwards sank into a sullen, vituperative mood that was worse than either her previous extremes of religiosity and carnality.

“It isn’t your fault,” David tried to reassure Joanna and me, though David, who had no children himself, was hardly an expert on child-rearing.

“I could understand,” Joanna had said, “if we’d dropped her on her head as a baby, or abused her, or disliked her, but Nickel had a wonderful childhood!”‘Nickel’ was the family’s nickname for Nicole.

“It’s just her nature,” David had said. “Some people are excessively ambitious and competitive, and Nickel’s one of them. It’s a Blackburn trait, and you’ll just have to endure while she learns to channel it. Right now she’s like a motor given too powerful a fuel, but she’ll eventually learn to control it, and then you’ll be proud of her. Mark my words, Nickel will achieve great things one day!”

Joanna had sighed. “I do so hope you are right.”

Then, that same summer, Nicole met Caspar von Rellsteb. She met him in our boatyard where he had docked to repair his catamaran’s broken forestay. It was a Saturday, and Joanna and I had been trying to hack some order into our tangled garden when, late in the afternoon, Nicole came home and calmly announced that she was leaving to live with a man called Caspar. “I’m going right now,” she added.

“Now? With Caspar? Caspar who?” an astonished Joanna had asked.

“Just Caspar.” Nicole either did not know the rest of his name, or did not want us to know. “He’s an ecologist. He’s also a live-aboard like you want to be,” she airily told us, “and he’s leaving on this evening’s tide.”

“Leaving where?” Joanna asked.

“I don’t know. Just leaving.” Nicole went into the house and began singing as she collected her oilskins and sea-boots. For a moment Joanna and I had just stared at each other, then we had tentatively agreed that our daughter’s sudden and unexpected happiness might prove a blessing, and that running away with the mysterious sea-going Caspar had to be better than a life of shoeless desiccation in a French nunnery or of witless drunkenness in the town’s pubs.

Nicole, her kit-bag hastily packed, did not want us to go to the boatyard to see her off, but she could hardly stop us, so we drove her to the river where Caspar’s boat proved to be a great brute of a wooden catamaran called Erebus. Erebus was a graceless craft, nearly fifty feet in length, with a boxy, clumsy appearance that suggested she had been constructed by an amateur builder who had compensated for his lack of experience by making every part of his craft hugely heavy. That precautionary strength must have paid off for Erebus carried the unmistakable marks of long and hard usage. Her gear was chafed, her hulls were streaked, and her decks had been blanched by long days of hard tropic sunlight. There was no indication of where the boat had come from, for no hailing port was painted on either of her transoms, and her ensign was an anonymous pale green rag that hung listless in the day’s sullen heat.

The big catamaran was moored at our visitors’ pontoon. Clothes and dishrags were hanging to dry from her guardrails, but there was no other sign of life on board until, quite suddenly, a tribe of very small, very fair-haired and very naked children erupted from the cabin to scream and chase each other across the coachroof and down on to the trampoline-netting that formed the catamaran’s foredeck. “Are they Caspar’s children?” Joanna asked with what I thought was a remarkable forbearance.

“Yes,” Nicole said, as though it was the most normal thing in the world for a girl to wander off and join a ready-made family she had met only two or three hours before.

“So he’s married?” I asked.

“Don’t be a toad, Daddy.” Nicole swung her kit-bag on to her shoulder and walked down to the pontoon.

The four naked children on the catamaran’s foredeck netting were shrieking with loud excitement, but then a very tall and excruciatingly thin man who had a pale green scarf knotted around his neck suddenly appeared in the Erebus’s cockpit. “Shut up!” He spoke in German, which I had learned years before and still half understood.

The four children were immediately quiet and utterly immobile.

“Oh dear sweet Lord,” Joanna murmured, for the man, apart from the wispy pale green scarf, was completely naked. His skin was tanned the colour of old mahogany, against which his long white hair and straggly white beard showed bright. He glowered at the cowering children for a few seconds, then turned as he heard Nicole’s footsteps on the wooden pontoon. He smiled at her, then held out a hand to assist her on board.

“Time to become the heavy father,” I said grimly, then climbed out of the car into the summer afternoon’s sunshine. Billy grinned at me from the inner pontoon where he was rerigging a Bénéteau, but I did not grin back. Instead I strode down the pontoon, past the fuel pumps, and jumped down into Erebus’s cockpit. “Nicole!”

Nicole and the naked man had disappeared into the catamaran’s spacious main cabin. I ducked down the companionway into the familiar cruising-yacht reek of unwashed bedding and smelly oil-skins. Once in the big saloon my immediate impression was of a tangle of sun-browned skin and greasy hair, then I unravelled the impressions to see that, besides Nicole and the bearded man, there were two other girls in the big cabin. Both girls were about Nicole’s age and both girls were naked. One was completely nude, while the other wore nothing but a pale green sarong that was loosely knotted round her waist. That girl seemed to be helping Nicole to undress. “What the hell is going on?” I demanded fiercely.

“This is my father,” Nicole offered in laconic explanation. The two girls, both as blonde as Nicole, snatched up clothes to cover their nakedness, while the man, who I assumed was the beguiling Caspar, turned slowly to face me. He said nothing, but just stared at me with an oddly quizzical look on his thin face.

“What the hell is going on?” I demanded again.

“Do you want to join us?” the man asked in a courteous voice.

“Nicole! For God’s sake,” I said, “come away.”

“Daddy! Please go away,” Nicole said, as though I was being tiresome.

“Tim?” That was Joanna, calling me from the pontoon.

Caspar slowly unfolded himself to stand upright in the spacious cabin. He found a pair of faded khaki shorts that he pulled on, then he gestured for me to go back to the cockpit. “I would like to talk with you,” he said, and his manner was so polite that I felt I had no choice but to do as he requested. “You are unhappy?” he asked when we were both in the open air. His English was strongly accented with German and held a tone of pained puzzlement. “You think your daughter is coming to some harm, yes? I am sorry. It is just that we are most casual on the boat.” He smiled contentedly, as though inviting me to share pleasure in his explanation.

But I was beyond reason. “You’re running a bloody whorehouse!” I shouted.

Joanna, standing on the pontoon, tried to calm me down. Caspar offered her the hint of a bow. “My name is Caspar von Rellsteb,” he introduced himself, “and I welcome you both on board Erebus. Your daughter wishes to join our small group, and I am delighted for her and for us.” He waved a thin hand about the boat, encompassing the frightened children who huddled together at the catamaran’s bows. “We have work to do,” he added mysteriously.

“Work?” Joanna asked.

“We do not sail for our recreation,” Caspar von Rellsteb said very portentously, “but to measure the damage being done to our planet.” His voice was suddenly tougher, and I saw that despite his scrawny build he was no weakling, but had hard muscle under the deeply tanned skin. I guessed he was about my own age, the early forties, though it was hard to tell because his long hair, which had gone prematurely white, made him look older, while the lithe movements of his dark-tanned and sinewy body suggested he was much younger.

“Nicole tells us you’re an ecologist,” Joanna said in her best conversational tone.

“It is a convenient label, yes, though I prefer to think of myself as a surveyor of the planet. My present task is to gauge the extent of pollution and of species-murder. My small boat is ill-equipped to fight such evils, but I monitor them so that the extent of the world’s ills will be understood.”

“He’s not a bloody ecologist,” I broke in scornfully, “he’s just running a private knocking-shop.” I pushed past the tall man and shouted into the cabin’s shadows. “Nicole!”

There was no answer. Caspar von Rellsteb half smiled as though Nicole’s lack of response was a measure of his victory. “Nicole is an adult, Mr Blackburn,” he explained to me in a patronising voice, “and she can choose her own life. You can choose to use violence against me if you wish, but nothing you can do will alter what is ordained.” He turned away from me. “Nicole! Do you wish to leave Erebus and return to your parents’ home?”

There was silence except for the small waves slapping at the twin hulls and the raucous cry of gulls in the warm air.

“Answer me, Nicole!” Caspar von Rellsteb’s voice held a sudden heart of steel.

“I want to stay,” Nicole’s voice was unnaturally timid, as though she feared this skinny man’s displeasure, and Joanna and I, hearing such unaccustomed meekness in our daughter’s voice, were both astonished.

“Then stay you shall,” von Rellsteb said magnanimously, “but first it is only right that you should say farewell to your mother and your father. Come!”

He left us alone with Nicole who was now wearing a shirt and trousers in the pale green that seemed to be the uniform colour of the Erebus crew, when they wore any clothes at all. “I’m sorry,” she said awkwardly, “it’s just something I have to do.”

“What is?” I demanded too angrily.

“Oh, Daddy.” She sighed and looked at her mother who was making soothing noises and telling Nicole to look after herself.

“You don’t know anything about this man!” I attempted one last line of attack.

Nicole shook her head in denial of my anger. “Caspar’s a good sailor, and he means to do something about a filthy world, and that’s a good thing, isn’t it?” Her head went up as she recovered some of her usual defiance. “I want to make a difference. I want to leave the world a better place. Is that so bad?”

Oh God, I thought, but there was no way of dissuading the young when they discovered the world’s salvation was in their passionate grasp. “I love you,” I said awkwardly, and I tried to give her all the money in my wallet, but Nicole would not take it. Instead she kissed me, kissed her mother, 
then, cuffing tears from her cheeks, ushered us both ashore.

Joanna and I walked to the car, then drove to the Stave and Anchor from where we could watch the tideway. Joanna nursed a gin and tonic, while I drank beer. After a half-hour we saw Erebus shove off from the pontoon and motor out into the fairway. All three girls were now on deck, and all were wearing pale-green-coloured clothes.

“Nicole looks happy,” Joanna said wistfully. She had fetched a pair of binoculars from the car and now offered me the glasses. “Don’t you think she looks happy? And maybe this is just something she has to work out of her system.”

“It’s what that superannuated hippy is working into her system that riles me,” I said grimly, then the hippy himself appeared on the catamaran’s deck, dressed in his shorts and with his white hair tied into a long ponytail. There was something goatlike about him, I thought, and something very disturbing in the girls’ matching clothes which somehow suggested that they had uniformly humbled themselves before von Rellsteb’s authority.

“He’s a very charismatic man,” Joanna said unhappily.

“Balls.”

“He defused you.” Joanna stroked my hand as the clumsy catamaran motored past us towards the sea. The tide was flooding, which suggested von Rellsteb planned an eastwards passage, perhaps back to Germany. I focused the binoculars to see that Nicole, who did indeed look happy, had taken the catamaran’s wheel, while Caspar von Rellsteb was winching up the mainsail. The Erebus’s sail was banded in broad stripes of white and pale green, the same green as the odd uniform clothes that Nicole and the other girls were wearing.

“She’s enlisting in a very good cause, Tim,” Joanna said as she watched her daughter sail away.

“She’s volunteering for a floating harem,” I insisted.

“They’re young,” Joanna said patiently, “and they’re full of idealism and hope. Besides, Nicole’s always been an environmentalist, and surely that’s better than getting arrested or having abortions?”

“She’ll have that goat’s baby instead?” I demanded angrily.

“They just want to clean up a polluted world,” Joanna said. “What’s wrong with that?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Except I don’t think that bastard’s a real environmentalist. He’s an opportunist. He knows how desperately the young want a cause, so he attracts them with a load of earnestsounding claptrap, then turns them into his private harem.”

“You don’t know that,” Joanna said patiently.

“If he’s such a wonderful environmentalist,” I demanded, “then why are his engines so filthy?” The Erebus’s twin exhausts were leaving a dirty cloud of black smoke to drift across the river. “I should have stopped her.”

“You couldn’t have stopped her,” Joanna said, her eyes on the departing catamaran. She paused for a long time, then looked sadly at me. “I’ve never told you this, Tim, because it’s so very unfair and so very stupid, but Nickel blames you for Dickie’s death.”

“Me?” I stared at Joanna. The accusation was so unexpected and so untrue that, instead of shocking me, it merely surprised me. “She blames me?”

“Because you encouraged Dickie to join the army.”

“Oh, Jesus,” I swore in exasperation. “Why didn’t she talk to me about it?”

“Lord knows. I don’t understand the young. I’m sure she knows it isn’t really your fault, but…’ Joanna, unable to finish the thought, shrugged it away. “She’ll be back, Tim.”

But I was beyond such hopeful consolations. I was watching my daughter, who blamed me for her brother’s death, sail into the unknown. In law she was a grown woman, able to make her own choices, but she was still our daughter, and now our only child, and I had just lost her to a man I had instinctively hated at first sight. I also knew I had handled my confrontation with Caspar von Rellsteb very badly, but I had not known how else to cope with the man I now thought of as my daughter’s abductor.

“Nicole’s tough.” Joanna tried to find more reassurance as we watched our daughter expertly steer the catamaran through the Bull Sands Channel. “She’ll use him and his ideas to get what she wants, and then she’ll come home. He’s an attractive man, but I doubt he’s clever enough to keep her, you mark my words. She’ll be home by Christmas.”

But Nicole was not home by that Christmas, nor by the next. She did not write to us, nor did she telephone. Our daughter had disappeared, gone we knew not where with a man we could not trace on a boat we could not find. She sailed away and she never came home, though Fletcher, my grimly unpleasant policeman, still insisted that Nicole had come back like a thief in the night to plant a bomb that had killed her mother and had been meant to kill her father too.

“No,” I dismissed Fletcher’s allegation scornfully.

Fletcher’s knowing smile derided my denial. “Is she still in your will?” he asked and, when I did not answer, he assumed correctly that Nicole was. “She gets everything, does she?” he insisted.

“It’s none of your bloody business.”

“Change your will.” Fletcher ignored my anger. “Cut her out. So even if the next bomb does get you, she won’t profit from it. We don’t want the wicked to flourish, do we, Mr Blackburn?”

“Don’t be so bloody offensive,” I snapped at him, but even to myself the retort sounded futile and, for the first time in my life, and despite my fame as a solo sailor, I felt entirely alone.

The public interest in Joanna’s murder faded as the months passed and no one was arrested. The newspapers found juicier bones to chew, while the police transferred their efforts to fresher crimes that were more easily solved. Joanna was forgotten, her death relegated to the category of inexplicable oddities like corn-circles and flying saucers.

My life recovered, then limped on. To my astonishment the London lawyer, Miller, bought Stormchild after all, or rather he and his partners purchased the boat which they announced was to become a ‘client hospitality facility’. The law firm paid a decent price, then offered my yard yet more money to have the boat rigged and launched. Miller demanded that her name was changed from Stormchild to Tort-au-Citron, which was evidently some kind of legal joke, and though I told him it was bad luck to change a boat’s name, he insisted it was not my luck that was at risk, but his, and so I had the wretched new name painted on Stormchild’s transom. Miller and a group of loud friends came from London to take the newly christened Tort-au-Citron on her first voyage. They did not hoist the sails, but merely motored beyond the bar where they anchored and drank champagne in the summer sunshine before bringing the beautiful boat back to the yard. “Can you keep her till a delivery crew fetches her?” Miller asked me.

“How long?” I asked suspiciously, for I did not want to tie up one of our precious moorings for too
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